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Abstract: Analogical thought is a key concept in Herder’s work, providing a con-
tinuous thread from his earlier writings up to the latest ones. Herder’s aesthetics,
his theory of knowledge, and his theory of mind rely on the thesis that human
beings are the ‘centre’ of any possible knowledge and only know by means of
an analogical relation between the world and themselves. Herder develops
these ideas in a more systematic way in his Ideen (1784– 1791), combining his an-
thropological views with his philosophy of natural history and of the history of
humankind to provide to these latter not only a universal law, but also concrete-
ness and usefulness. For this reason, the notion of ‘type’ as well as models, ex-
amples, analogies from the world of nature and the cultural world are the basis
of any knowledge which pursues the goal of enhancing humankind.

1 Anthropology, Philosophy and Analogical
Approach

Framing Johann Gottfried Herder’s thought within a precise philosophical cur-
rent is not an easy task. Herder’s work deals with numerous philosophical ques-
tions that are widely discussed in late eighteenth-century Europe and addresses
them from different points of view (from metaphysics to the philosophy of nature
and of history, from the philosophy of language to aesthetics and anthropology,
from literature to the history of culture). The refusal of a rigorous methodological
approach and of a systematic and complex conceptual structure goes along with
the (morally grounded) purpose to direct his writings to a wider audience and
with the choice, also in line with this purpose, of more literary stylistic forms
of writing such as letters, poems, and dialogues. However, the apparent fragmen-
tariness of Herder’s work and his publication approach often based on fortuitous
circumstances does not prevent the existence of consistent philosophical ideas
and of a kind of unitary system, especially if considered from the perspective
of the theoretical tools that lie at the basis of many of his works. In this paper
I analyse one of this ‘tools’, namely Herder’s argumentation on analogical
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thought as the foundation of philosophy and, as well, of human knowledge in
general.

Kant’s reviews of the first two books of Herder’s Ideen zur Philosophie der
Geschichte der Menschheit (Herder 1784– 1791: vol. 1, 1784; vol. 2, 1785), published
in Jena’s Allgemeine Literatur-Zeitung (1785), underline the distance of Herder’s
methodological approach from the conceptual rigor which, according to the re-
viewer, must characterize a philosophical reasoning. Nevertheless, the reviewer
also recognises that Herder’s approach is not necessarily a disadvantage if con-
sidered as tool aiming to the goal of reaching a wide public of readers. Kant ar-
gues that the Ideen are not characterized so much by “a logical precision in the
determination of concepts or a careful distinction and proof of principles” but by
“a glance not dwelling long but much more comprehensive, a sagacity adept in
the discovery of analogies and a power of imagination bold in the use of them,
combined with the skill in captivating its object, always held at an obscure dis-
tance, through feelings and sensations” (Kant 2007, 124). An analogical kind of
thinking, which proceeds not only by concepts, but also by images and exam-
ples, and relies on the analysis and comparison between the different sensitive
forms and manifestations of reality, is what may allow us to grasp unity and mul-
tiplicity together. Herder is described as an “ingenious and eloquent author”, a
free thinker, and a mind of “genius”, since his words, according to Kant, have
much more effect than those of any other philosopher who may just express
the content of his mind with a “cold judgment” (Kant 2007, 124). In his Ideen
Herder collects the studies and discoveries of other scholars in several disci-
plines presenting them in an original way, that is, “assimilating” all contents ac-
cording to “his own manner” and “his specific mode of thought” with the pur-
pose to produce an organic, more comprehensible, and meaningful knowledge
(Kant 2007, 124). The analogy, which serves this purpose, is the heart of Herder’s
philosophical reflection and provides the basis for many other later authors and
thinkers to develop new philosophical, scientific or literary theories.

The significance of Kant’s position towards Herder’s Ideen is noteworthy,
first of all, as it is aimed at what is probably Herder’s greatest work, the
summa of his philosophical thought (Haym 1954, vol. II, 221; Verra 1992, VII)
and the most systematic one, which approaches the form of a real treatise; sec-
ondly, since the publication of the Ideen (and their reviews by Kant as well) rep-
resent a sort of watershed in Herder’s intellectual production and the beginning
of a new phase (on the continuity or discontinuity in Herder’s thought, see the
volume Groß-Sauder 2007).What happened in the last decades of Herder’s intel-
lectual work coincides in fact with the exacerbation of his attitude of mistrust
and even hostility towards other authors, especially philosophers, such as
Kant or the German Idealists. In general, a polemical attitude had certainly char-

38 Laura Follesa



acterized Herder’s philosophical style throughout his whole intellectual career,
but it got worst especially during the last part of Herder’s life. Herder embraced
more and more the way of withdrawal and isolation, a choice which of course
may have affected the history of the reception of his latest works. Among Herd-
er’s major works of the mature period there were, alongside the Briefe zu Beför-
derung der Humanität (1793– 1797) and the five dialogues in Gott (1787/1800),
also the two more explicitly anti-Kantian works, namely the Metakritik (1799)
and the Kalligone (1800), and a learned journal, Adrastea (1801–1803), which
Herder left incomplete. This latter is perhaps the work that was most affected
by the disagreements between Herder and his contemporaries, even though it
testifies, rather than a critical attitude, a rejection of some theoretical positions
of his contemporaries and the search for alternative solutions, which are based
in part from past models. A scholarly re-evaluation of Adrastea, as it has been
done in recent decades, is useful for understanding whether and to what extent
it is possible to consider Herder’s early and mature thought in a continuous and
organic way, beyond possible ruptures and directional changes (Maurer 1990; Ar-
nold 2001; Cometa 2008; Sauder 2009; Follesa 2019).

It is hard to affirm a sharp split between early and mature writings and to
state, as well, a weakening of Herder’s theoretical positions or to a lack of orig-
inality with respect to debates and theories more in vogue of the moment during
the last phase of his thought (cf. Haym 1954, especially at the final part, focussed
on Herder’s latest work Adrastea). Rather, it is necessary to follow the path of his
intellectual production to understand in what extent his work and the significant
changes in it are somehow related to the context and/or are oriented to answer to
questions of great philosophical importance. It must be noticed that Herder’s ef-
forts to direct his reflection towards a wider audience grew in the last part of his
intellectual production,which is characterized by a moral and political task: pro-
vide a tool to develop humankind. In this perspective, it may be clear that Herd-
er’s thought follows a unitary path putting human being at the centre and look-
ing for solutions that aim to improve humanity or, in other words, human
culture. This unitary path, however, cannot be represented as a closed circle,
but as a succession of stages, connected to each other, each of them clearly
and substantially distinct from the others. The Briefe, Gott and Adrastea are
three notable moments of this intellectual course, no less significant than the
Abhandlung über den Ursprung der Sprache (1772), or Auch eine Philosophie der
Geschichte (1774), or the Ideen as well.

On the one hand, Herder invokes the recognition of a concrete thought,
strictly adhering to real ‘facts’ and avoiding excessive abstractness; on the
other hand, his stylistic and communicative choices aim at reaching a much
wider audience which inevitably involve the use of tangible and less abstract el-
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ements than mere concepts: images, metaphors, examples, individual cases.
Concepts take shape and are shown through similar mediations. This already ap-
pears in his early writings, in which Herder requires philosophy to be an anthro-
pology, that is, to be centered on human experience and useful to human beings
(Pross 1987; Maurer 1990; Tani, 2000; DeSouza-Waldow 2017). This approach be-
comes even more marked since the mid-eighties starting from the Ideen and con-
tinuing in periodic publications such as the Briefe zur Beförderung der Humanität
and Adrastea. These latter works are characterized by most agile and quick-to-
use essays and explicitly aim to promote new culture and – which for Herder
is equivalent – a new kind of ‘humanity’ (Löchte 2005; Sikka 2011).

What is individual and concrete is central in Herder’s thought, although dur-
ing the latest phase, Herder seems to focus more on harmony, spiritual commu-
nity, and the idea of a common belonging of human beings to a single genre.
Nevertheless, the role of the individual as a unique part of a whole and the at-
tention for multiplicity and variety both in natural and historical processes is
preserved his mature work (Lindner 1960; Forster 2012). Both nature and history
are conceived as dynamic wholes and in close continuity one another. The uni-
tary plan underlying all natural and cultural processes cannot be explained
without referring to concrete examples, to individual cases: these latter are the
sole way in which we perceived the sense of unity that lies at the foundation
of the whole world and is not directly (metaphysically) knowable.¹ The Ideen
provide in this perspective precious indications concerning Herder’s philosoph-
ical approach and his need to explain the unity and organic nature of the world
through infinite multiplicity, through what is particular and individual. The Ideen
show that at the basis of Herder’s thought is therefore an analogical approach,
which is to be considered as the link of Herder’s interest in the philosophy of na-
ture and history, as well as of his conception regarding mind, knowledge and
language (Irmscher 1981, and 2009; Nassar 2017; Follesa 2020).

2 The Measure of All Things

That human being as a central element to Herder’s philosophical system is a
well-recognised topic among Herder’s scholars, who consider the notion of ‘hu-
manity’ as the basis of Herder’s worldview (Gaier 2005; Sikka 2011). This notion
is thus fundamental to explain Herder’s approach to objective and exact scien-

 See also the chapter of L. Steinby in this book, focusing on this topic from the particular per-
spective on the role of biographies in Herder’s view of history.
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ces, as well as his refusal of abstract philosophy. More in general, his theory of
knowledge is not explainable in terms of the dominant theories of knowledge
during his time, since neither empirical conceptions nor pure rational ones
meet the necessary requirement of considering human being as a centre and a
‘measure’ (Cassirer 2007). Since Herder tries to conciliate opposite tendencies
(and creates a sort of “sensualistisches Idealismus”, as M. Heinz argues, Heinz
1994), his theory of knowledge requires a reconsideration of the role of both
physiology and perception, on the one side, and intellectual faculties and lan-
guage on the other. In his Viertes kritisches Wäldchen (1769), composed at a
young age but, in fact, remained unpublished until the mid-nineteenth century,
Herder clarifies his position towards the exact sciences, and focuses his atten-
tion on sound perceptions.

The mathematical calculations of quantitative relationships in a given object
capable of producing a sound do not exhaust all the possible knowledge we may
learn of a given sound phenomenon; mathematical knowledge only provides in-
formation regarding objective data from an eminently ‘external’ point of view,
that is, only if the object that produces a sound is considered as an external ob-
ject. At the same time, acoustics, or physics of sound, deals with the mechanisms
that explain the production of a sound according to an external perspective that
is independent of the relationship between what emits or performs a sound and
the person who listens and, eventually, enjoys (or dislike that sound). However,
acoustics is not able to justify – according to Herder – the existence of differen-
ces between the different performers, as it cannot establish any connection be-
tween sound production mechanisms and performance techniques. Therefore,
there is plenty of information which is missing if we only consider mathematics
or acoustics as tools to describe a sound phenomenon; in addition to these sci-
ences, one needs to examine the sound from other perspectives, such as the in-
teraction between a subject and an object, or the emotional and sympathetic
participation of the subject in the acoustic event. Herder wishes for a “physical
optics” and a “mathematics of beauty” to give rise to a new aesthetic science
founded on perception and sensitive experience, alongside the more abstract
mathematics and physics (Herder 2006, 235). This wish does not imply, in Herd-
er, the renunciation of the exact sciences but, on the contrary, the acknowledge-
ment of the complementary role of exact sciences and of a new acoustic science
of sentiment which accompanies them.

Herder’s interest in the phenomena of sound and hearing is not limited to
the fourth Kritisches Wäldchen but represents a peculiar element of his reflection
on human knowledge. The role assigned to the sense of hearing in the Abhand-
lung über den Ursprung der Sprache, composed on the journey from Riga to Stras-
bourg, almost in the same period of the Kritischer Wälder, but published in 1772
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confirms this interest. In this writing, and in Herder’s thought in general, hear-
ing, sound and language play a leading role in the process of developing human
reasoning abilities (Tani 2000; Stollberg 2006; Maurer 2010). According to him,
there is a close link – a correspondence – between what happens outside the
subject and what is perceived, thought, imagined by him, and, also, what the
subject refers through the language. The human being floats “in the whole
ocean of sensations which floods the soul through all the senses” (Herder
2002a, 87). Unlike what would happen according to an empiricist perspective,
for Herder the sensation is not at the origin of a mere transfer of data from
the outside to the inside; indeed, sensation initiate a more complex process
which involves both the bodily part of the organism and the mind. The human
being deals with a huge number of stimuli coming from the external world
and react to them in different ways; however, it is necessary, first, to learn
how to recognise these stimuli and signs, and then to elaborate a reaction, a cor-
respondent action. By training the ability to establish correspondences between
the external world and itself, the human soul trains itself to become rational; the
soul continually “seeks a characteristic mark” for each object in front of it, which
allows it to identify the object as such and to refer to it uniquely thanks to the
impression that this property produces in him (Herder 2002, 88).

This type of activity is peculiar to the human being, that is a creature endow-
ed with reason and language. Only a “rational creature” can, based on its own
needs, establish a connection between internal and external properties, internal
and external signs (Herder 2002a, 93). There is no convention, there is no imme-
diate derivation of language from the organic organization of the phonatory ap-
paratus, there is no divine origin of language: it is a completely natural process,
according to Herder, since everything also in the cultural world happens as a re-
action to something else, in a continual flow; only conceived as a natural proc-
ess, cultural development may receive a coherent explanation, that does not im-
plies neither arbitrariness or abstract assumptions, nor the recourse of a
supernatural and divine justification. By means of what Herder calls ‘reflection’
or consciousness (Besinnung), the external world is recreated within the organ-
ism and the human mind; what corresponds to the phenomenon perceived
through a completely subjective perspective takes shape in a completely new
guise (Verra 1957; Gaier 1988; Piirimäe 2020). Exactly this complex network of
stimuli and inner activities is the place where analogy plays a leading role: anal-
ogy is the mean of all connections among forms of nature, mental forms and lin-
guistic forms.

During the 1770s, Herder develops a particular theory of knowledge based on
the notion of analogy and he describes it in Vom Erkennen und Empfinden der
menschlichen Seele (Herder 2002). Here, in fact, he decisively affirms his anthro-
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pocentric vision and re-elaborates the (Protagora’s) concept of ‘man as the mea-
sure of all things’, a concept, that existed since the ancient age and acquired new
relevance during the Renaissance, on the threshold of the modern age. However,
Herder’s re-elaboration of this concept acquires a more complex meaning, which
is not limited to placing man at the centre, but strongly binds his cognitive abil-
ities to the contingencies of his being in the world. According to Herder, the
human being is the measure and the source of his own system of knowledge,
which is limited because human being’s perspective is limited; one cannot ig-
nore his/her belonging to a determined perceptual-sensorial context, spatially
and temporally determined, and the fact that each human is equipped by a
set of interior forces that act differently from individual to individual and that
determine, in different ways, a personal ‘vision’ (in a wide sense) of the world.
It is not by chance that G.W. Leibniz is, together with A. Haller’s physiology,
one of the main references of Herder’s theory of knowledge in Vom Erkennen.
As for the Leibnizian monads, the human soul in Herder’s writing knows from
its own point of view which is qualitatively different from that of the other
souls. According to Leibniz, the life of the monad is a continuous passage
from one internal state to another, in the infinite sea of perceptions that the
monad experiences, more or less consciously, within itself. Clear or distinct,
dark, or confused, the monad’s perceptions concern the whole universe and rep-
resent it by an individual point of view.

The famous Leibnizian motto, in the monad “there are no doors or win-
dows” (Monadology, § 7) knows no exceptions: perceptions are internal repre-
sentations of the monad. Since there is no exchange with the outside, not
even communication between the monads is possible, if not internally, through
a mirroring of one monad in the other and of each monad in the whole, in a
purely spiritual activity. This is one of the main substantial differences with
Herder’s view of the human soul as a monad: the network in which Herder’s
human monads act does not correspond to an internal activity but involves
the senses, real doors, and windows to the world and to other souls-monads
(DeSouza 2012). Nothing is given to human beings regardless of sensitivity, with-
out which not even the development of language, imagination and the complex
of cognitive abilities would be possible. The complete, all-round, multisensory,
and empathic immersion in the empirical world is at the basis of what is prop-
erly called human being. Humanity depends on the interplay of forces and sim-
ilarities, mirrors and images between the self and the natural world: “The more
we thoughtfully observe the great drama of effective forces in nature, the less we
can avoid everywhere feeling similarity with ourselves, enlivening everything
with our sensation.We speak of efficacy and rest, of own or received, of remain-
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ing or communicating, dead or living, force, completely from the case of our
souls” (Herder 2002b, 187).²

A reworked concept of monad is, in the Herderian perspective, an expedient
to describe human beings as individual units, each one belonging to a specific
network that includes an infinite number of other individualities. If the Leibni-
zian monad reflects the entire universe, the human being, according to Herder,
“feels his way into everything, feels everything from out of himself, and imprints
it with his image, his impress”, that is, to say it with Leibniz, his special point of
view (Herder 2002b, 188). Again, if the Leibnizian monad has a contemplative
character, if it knows the world thanks to an internal active state, human knowl-
edge, for Herder, can only begin from what is the world outside, in which the
human being lives, suffers, sympathises, calculates, imagines. Feelings of
“hate and love, attraction and transformation” pervade the universe, and a
great empathy and sympathy connects the world of souls, not as a mere game
of mirrors, but as an inner bond perceived through the bodies (Herder 2002b,
188).

Herder defines knowledge as deriving from an ‘analogy’ between the soul
and the outside world, that is, it always originates from a subjective source. If
so, how can truth be possible? According to Herder, truth derives from nothing
but the fact that a human being is part of those connections, and that he feels
them within the body. Abstraction, instead, deviates from that fundament of
“human truth” that depends on “our thinking and sensing” (Herder 2002b,
188); so, there is no truth deriving from pure abstraction. Human beings do
not have access to a full knowledge of reality, and something is left, since of
“dead nature we know no inner condition” (Herder 2002b, 187). Physics address-
es these phenomena and uses a terminology, the deep meaning of which we
are, essentially, condemned to ignore. Terms such as “mass, impact, fall, motion,
rest, force” have certainly great significance in modern science but may one day
lose their ability to explain nature and be replaced by new and more precise
terms (Herder 2002b, 187). So, the (relative) way in which we use these terms re-
flects our thinking, our image of the world and our present relation to the world
(Herder 2002b, 188).

Herder explains that what we know depends on the affinity that we discover
in the universe and this affinity is the real basis of our knowledge. Although this
conception, which rests on the concept of quiet similarity between all beings in
the universe, Herder does not make any reference to mysterious and occult forces

 On these topics, considered from another historical perspective, namely from that of contem-
porary debates, see the contribution of F. Fabbianelli in this volume.
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of nature (Herder 2002b, 188). He, rather, appeals to the natural and harmonious
bond that unites all beings and of which human beings have continuous daily
testimony through his life experience. To know means to grasp a part of these
connections, to reconstruct them by means of analogies, images, similarities
and linguistic symbols.

3 The Concept of Type

In the years immediately following the publication of Vom Erkennen und Empfin-
den der menschlichen Seele (1778), Herder continues his reflection on the mean-
ing of ‘images’ and the role of physiology, sensitivity, and imagination in the de-
velopment of human mind. He now moves his anthropological interest to the
history of humankind and culture and pursue his goal of a philosophical im-
provement of humanity starting from the analysis of its origins and develop-
ment. What mainly characterizes this work is the intersection between a genet-
ic-historicist approach of history and philosophy of humanity and Herder’s
views on metaphysics, conception of nature, theory of language and mind, an-
thropology. In this sense, the Ideen represent the summa of Herder’s thought
and a valid tool to understand his ‘system’ in depth, since they offer a picture
of Herder’s philosophy in its several aspects. But the most important element,
in what is Herder’s masterpiece, is the fact that the whole history of humankind
is described through the analysis and comparison of different cultural forms and
individual manifestations, that emerge from the interaction between natural and
cultural elements. Herder argues that a complex combination of factors makes
individual cultural manifestations originate, although a unitary plan grounds
the historical development of humankind. A study of these different manifesta-
tion does not only explain how the unitary plan has its concrete realization but
also what it is possible to learn from the ‘example’ of other cultural forms of the
past. This analysis provides the Ideen of a systematic frame in which the mani-
fold and variety of the world are explained within a unitary perspective.

The object of this philosophical knowledge is not static, immutable, and
given once and for all, as happens for example to the objects of mathematics;
but it is dynamic, it has an origin, a development, and an end, it is delimited
by space and time, it is linked to very specific circumstances and can only be
understood from a historical perspective. Only a historical and genetic approach
allows us to truly understand the peculiarities of human life and culture, which
is the product of this life and activity of human beings. However, the temporal,
geographical and cultural distance seems to represent, at least in appearance,
an insurmountable obstacle: every cultural manifestation is unique, identical
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only to itself, and cannot be compared with any other. On the other hand, it is
precisely this comparison that makes any kind of learning (and, because of
this fact, any improvement of humankind) possible, according to Herder’s
view. Since we learn and develop our rational faculty by observing and compar-
ing ourselves to the others, a comparative history of humankind is the key to pur-
sue the goal of an enhancement of human culture.

This premise is necessary to understand why analogy and analogical think-
ing play a pivotal role in the economy of Herder’s philosophy, as it especially ap-
pears in Ideen. As culture originates from nature and as cultural forms represents
a sort of continuation of the natural ones, a single explanatory approach is re-
quired to spell out both natural and cultural becoming. As well, since all
human beings belong to one and the same community, and each individual is
a single manifestation of a unique genre, it is possible, to Herder, to understand
and compare the life of single human beings and the single societies according
to a unitary basis and to find a new ways and strategies to enhance the develop-
ment of humanity, that is, of culture. Understanding how each single manifesta-
tion originates from a mixture of natural dispositions and cultural stimuli is re-
quired to explain how variety and multiplicity give birth to a harmonious unity,
and how the single human being learn and develop his/her ‘human capacities’
(imagination, language, emotions, rationality) from his/her belonging to a com-
munity. Methodological continuity is entrusted to concepts such as that of ‘type’
which allows us to explain humanity as a continuation nature and from a unique
point of view. The human soul produces a cultural manifestation of its spiritual
activity as a response to a sensual stimulation; in other words, biological-phys-
iological features and material background represent, for Herder, a necessary
basis for the development of the spiritual life. He states that the soul “ruft aus
dem Chaos der Dinge, die sie umgeben, eine Gestalt hervor, an die sie sich
mit Aufmerksamkeit heftet, und so schafft sie durch innere Macht aus dem vielen
ein eins, das ihr allein zugehöret” [from the chaos of the things that surrounds
her she calls a figure, on which she fixes her attention, and thus by her intrinsic
power she forms out of the many a whole that belongs to herself alone] (Herder’s
Ideen, Vol. I, 1784; En. trans. Herder 1803, Vol. I, Book 5, Chap. IV, 209).

Everything on earth must be related to the human being: the world of plants
and that of animals are presented through the morphological comparison to
human bodily configuration. In the formation and transformation of natural en-
tities, there is a certain similarity that makes us think, explains Herder, of the
existence of a Hauptform, a principal form, to which everything in the world
of nature is referrable. Everything develops as a particular declination of this
main form or Prototyp, which does not exist (in nature) as a ‘pure’ form, although
it exists in its individual realizations. Everything in nature and in the human
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world constitutes a certain approximation of this “standard form” (Herder 1803,
Vol. I, Book 2, Chap. IV, 68). If a single explanatory model can give reason, ac-
cording to Herder, to both unity and variety, the only way we can compare one
form to another (which are never identical, but only similar or ‘affine’) is by
means of analogy and comparison. Herder’s view of nature, as it is explained
in the Ideen, provided an important contribution to the development of Naturphi-
losophie and Romantic thought concerning the organic nature (Poggi 2006; Zam-
mito 2018), as well as to the birth of Goethian morphology³.

The collaboration and the intellectual exchanges between Herder and
Goethe, beginning at the end 1760s and having their apex during the first half
of the 1780s – that is, during the preparation of the first two books of Herder’s
Ideen – lay on the ground of the development of the notion of type and morpho-
logical ideas in both authors (Cf. Giacomoni 1993). Their discussions belong to a
wider debate in Germany, which involved several authors, such as, among the
others, Johann Caspar Lavater, Johann Friedrich Blumenbach and Immanuel
Kant.⁴ The focus of these debates was the relationship among inner forces, or-
ganic functions, and exterior forms and manifestations: the first and the second
parts of Herder’s Ideen represent a great testimony of these debates, in particular
in the first part, book 4, where he discussed on animal (and especially human)
morphology.

Through the idea of a prototype, we can explain all the natural beings and
even all different cultures and human societies. This idea, of course, has its deep
roots in the Platonic tradition but this latter has profoundly reworked by Herder,
who naturalises the concept of model or type and deprives it (at least in his
view) of any metaphysical connotation, and, above all, of any mystical and oc-
cult meaning. The concept of type goes hand in hand with Herder’s theory of
knowledge that has, as well, one of his main sources in Platonic traditions (Fol-
lesa 2018). What we know, as individual, basically depends on what we learned
as children; what we know, as human beings, depends on what humanity has
learned in the course of its history. While Plato grounded his theory of knowl-
edge with his recollection theory, that is, as recollection of what the soul has

 On Romantic philosophy and science see in particular the contribution of D. von Engelhardt in
this book.
 Both Herder and Goethe were deeply involved, at least at the beginning, on Lavater’s physi-
ognomic ideas of a correspondence between inner forces and dispositions and their external
manifestations (Lavater 1774– 1778; cf. Kiefer 2004). As concerns the relation between Blumen-
bach and Herder, see in particular Zammito 2018, 72– 185, but also his previous work on Kant’s
and Herder’s anthropological ideas (Zammito 2002). On Blumenbach, see the contribution of
M. Marino in this book.
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learned in the world of ideas in a previous life, Herder states that every knowl-
edge depends on the images, feelings, perceptions we have during our childhood
and youth. In the same way, every individual belongs to a great chain of (human)
beings and expresses this belonging from his particular point of view. Models
(types) from the past are necessary for future generations to learn and develop
a new kind of humanity, that is, new and more perfect culture. Only if we con-
sider this process as necessary to human development we may learn from the
past and make evolution of humankind possible. Herder insists on this post,
on the importance of past models, of comparison and of analogical thought as
the basis of cultural development. That is the reason why the notion of ‘type’,
that he uses in his philosophy of nature as well as in his philosophy of history
of humankind, provides an effective methodological tool which is consistent
with Herder’s theory of knowledge, mind and anthropology, thanks to the central
meaning assigned to the analogical thinking. The notion of type, as well as im-
ages, and analogies, allows us the figure the past (and the future), to see simi-
larities, to imagine what we are not able to directly perceive by means of the pre-
sent senses. The activity of imagination should, however, be ruled and balanced;
as a very strong power, it may be able to lead human mind to hallucinations,
dreams and visions. This may be avoided only if one do not cut off the connec-
tion with nature and the world of senses.

Nature, Herder affirms in the first volume of the Ideen, proceeds from a sin-
gle Haupttypus to give shape to all beings, and finally arrives at human beings,
the most advanced realization of a main type. Like a Demiurge, nature “hatte
aber ihren Typus im Auge und wich ungern von ihm ab, weil ein gewisses ana-
loges Empfinden und Erkennen der Hauptzweck war, zu dem sie alle Erdorgani-
zationen bilden wollte. Bei Vögeln, Fischen und den verschiedensten Landtieren
ist dies in einer fortgehenden Analogie zu zeigen” [she had her model ever in
view, and deviated from it unwillingly; as a certain analogical perception and un-
derstanding constituted the great end, to which she sought to fashion all terres-
trial organized being. In the most various inhabitants of earth, of sea, and of air,
this may be shown in one progressive analogy] (Herder 1803, Vol. I, Book 5,
Chap. I, 139). However, unlike Plato in the Timaeus, the forms that serve as para-
digms for the sensible forms are not to be found in an intelligible world or in the
mind of a Divinity, nor are they manifold, as Plato maintains. In Herder’s work,
there is a single type or model, which exists in every single being and expresses
itself in an infinite variety of forms and configurations.

Herder’s idea of type essentially differs not only from Plato’s notion of ideas or
archetype of things, but also from Kant’s definition of “natural law” as a “type” of
an intelligible one (KpV 5, 69–70), or of the “type” as an “aesthetic idea” or a
“common prototype” in the sense of a “common proto-mother” (KU 5, 322, and
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419).⁵ According to Herder, there is no possibility to have a knowledge of what the
“type” or “prototype” is, since we only know it only indirectly from its manifold
and particular manifestations in the natural world. Nature pushes from within
through a set of inner forces and these forces are expressed by external forms,
and that both bodies and the more advanced manifestations, like cultural dis-
plays, originate from one and the same ‘movement’ or process. Where does this
type exactly reside? A sort of matrix, a mould, inherent in the “genetic force”
that guides every development process from within, explains the variety of all ex-
isting things. An interaction between internal and external factors is at the basis of
the possible ways in which this main form manifests in natural and cultural phe-
nomena. Culture is also a result of this process, but it derives from a more complex
intertwining of factors. Every human being has the possibility to intervene on this
process, by training, imitating other human beings, bringing to a particular devel-
opment that ‘germ’, which is hidden in all things in the most individual and var-
iegated way possible (cf. Herder 1803, Vol. II, Book 7, Chap. IV, 318ff.).

All existing natural forms belong to a great chain of being, to which they
refer according to an internal constitution, which is of a spiritual kind. From
this latter, an external conformation derives and distinguishes human beings
from other living beings, and a human being or society from another. The exter-
nal feature may enhance or limit the potential power of the internal forces; that
is, from a specific context and available material resources, from temporal and
spatial relations a particular configuration originates, which means, a particular
realization of the original type. In this perspective, there are many possible ways
to develop the ‘human type’, or, to develop humanity from an original condition,
which is similar for every single human being. Herder focuses in particular on
the initial stages of this development, both in the case of the individual and
of societies. He insists on the role of images, taken from perception, in the proc-
ess of building of personality and memory, cognitive skills and language. The
imitation of a model, that is, of what a human being has inf front of his eyes
(family or social, natural or cultural models) is based on what is perceived
through senses and is the basis of all that we may call culture: giving a concrete
‘external’ form to our spiritual interior disposition. Culture is the expression of
the content of our mind and it becomes “the type of our thoughts” that is
able to reach other human beings, acting as a vehicle and means of connection
and communication, therefore also an instrument of formation and intellectual
development, of the human race (Herder 1803, Vol. II, Book 9, Chap. II, 417 ff.).

 On Kant’s Critique of Judgement, see also the chapter by S. De Bianchi in this volume.
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Far from being limited to the philosophy of nature and history, to the mor-
phological and genetic reconsideration of the universe and humanity, the con-
cept of type therefore applies in all areas of reflection included in Herder’s
work. For his complexity, Herder’s reflection on humanity, on the analogical
basis of human knowledge and the role of models and imitations are precious
for understanding the functioning of our mind and may be an interesting refer-
ence to be considered also in contemporary anthropological and philosophical
debates.
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